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BOOK REVIEWS

Julian N. Wasserman and Lois Roney, eds., Sign, Sentence Discourse: Language in
Medieval Thought and Literature, Syracuse University Press, 1989.
David W. Hiscoe confesses that "medievalists have reacted to semiotics ...
with tittering scepticism, self-satisfied indignation, bellowing outrage - and with a
growing sense that we have been given a lens that can for the first time focus clearly
much in medieval literature that in the past seemed diffuse or vaguely puzzling"
(228). This ambivalence regarding the companionship of modern literary theory and
medieval literature will be resolved once and for all by Sign, Sentence Discourse:
Language in Medieval Thought and Literature. The sixteen essays collected in the
volume furnish constructive case studies in critical reading and methodology and
validate Jonathan Culler's claim that "the advent of semiotics has helped to reveal
. . . that what had previously been sneered at as medieval scholasticism was in
many respects a subtle and highly developed theory of signs" (In Pursuit ofSigns, 22).
The book's superb organization, the helpful introductions by the editors, and the
challenging though not obscure essays composed by critics who possess an admirable
range of experience and critical perspectives offer both specialists and nonspecialists
a valuable lesson in reading.
Michel Foucault has noted that Cervantes's Donf2Eixote is "a negative of the
Renaissance world; ... resemblances and signs have dissolved their former alliance;
. . . words wander off on their own, without content, without resemblance to fill
their emptiness ... . The written word and things no longer resemble one another"
( The Order of Things, 47-48). Julian Wasserman and Lois Roney's collection
demonstrates beyond debate that the linguistic skepticism Foucault associates with
the baroque had is origins in the late Middle Ages. In fact, the book confirms what
Schiller described two hundred years ago: ancient or classical art is "naive," while
modern literature (beginning with the Middle Ages) is "sentimental"; chat is, it is
imbued with an extraordinarily ironic self-consciousness about its own means of
expression.
The book demonstrates medieval writers' awareness chat language's only stability can be found in the consistent unfolding of the instability of the posdapsarian
world, a world that in the Middle Ages was not just a cultural emblem but a longedfor lost reality. The picture presented of the Middle Ages shatters the naive myth
of a monolithic period, stable in social structures and stagnate in ideology: it is a
labyrinthine world composed of signs that confuse and direct, refer and defer, but
that always elevate reader and writer co a higher degree of consciousness.
The essays represent a variety of perspectives and critical methodologies chat
offer new insights co seminal texts (by Chaucer, Dante, Chretien, Gower, Juan
Ruiz), at the same time suggesting creative approaches to the entire corpus of
medieval literature. The book also presents a helpful synthesis of "applied theory,"
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demonstrating the interrelationship between Rezeption-Asthetic, semiotics, and
deconstruction, and proving the usefulness of these approaches in formulating
new questions readers may ask of texts. Together with the "new historical" criticism, this collection will help map fruitful alternatives to traditional philological
approaches to medieval literature.
John R. Rosenberg
Brigham Young University
John Cummins, The Hound and the Hawk: The Art of Medieval Hunting,
St. Martin's Press, 1988.
It is a pleasure to review The Hound and the Hawk: The Art of Medieval
Hunting by John Cummins, a book that belongs in every university library.
Cummins has written the first serious introduction to this important topic, well
researched, well written, jargon free, and useful to scholar and general reader alike.
Chapters on specific prey are interspersed with chapters on hunting techniques,
symbolism, music, food, medicine, weapons, and the life and training of professional huntsmen, especially falconers. Game animals discussed are deer, boar, hare,
bear, wolf, fox, otter, lynx, and badger.
There are five appendixes with translations of French and English hunting
accounts, Alfonso XI of Castile's Code ofthe Freedom and Rights ofHuntsmen, and
Extracts from the Hunting Ordinances ofAlfonso V of Portugal Cummins' s background is in Spanish literature, and it is gratifying to see these sources given the
same prominence as those from northern Europe. The fifty-five black-and-white
illustrations are well chosen to illustrate techniques of hunting or its importance to
medieval culture.
Cummins writes with an obvious mastery of his sources and love for his subject. The various breeds of hunting dogs and hawks are carefully described along
with their care and training. The book covers an astonishing range of detail on the
dress, equipment, and techniques used for various game, including the more
exotic, such as chamois.
Cummins conveys an almost tactile impression of a medieval hunt as well as
the love and enthusiasm that many medieval aristocrats had for this pastime. For
the men it was an exercise of battle skills outside of war and tournaments. Large
hunts were well-organized military games, and some enthusiasts, like Alfonso XI of
Castile and his bear hunts in the high sierras, went out of their way to make them
as dangerous as possible.
Images and metaphors from hunting permeate medieval art and literature,
points that Cummins underlines with apt examples and with a separate chapter on
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